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In the 1960’s and 70’s some Catholic churches that were being renovated or newly built often took out the crucifix that usually hung above the altar and replaced it with a statue of the Risen Christ.  Following the cultural atmosphere of that era for wanting to change anything that seemed ‘traditional,’ there was a desire by some people to focus less on Jesus’ suffering and death and more on the resurrection.  Part of that was a reaction to what some felt had been an over-emphasis on the crucifix for centuries, with little talk and few images of Jesus rising from the dead.  Eventually liturgical documents made it clear that a crucifix is required near the altar and preaching must be based on both the cross and the resurrection since, from a faith perspective, they are actually inseparable.
In our liturgical language, it is the people gathered around the altar who represent the risen Christ.  Christ is alive and is visibly present every time we come together for the Eucharist.  The crucifix is prominent to remind us that it only THROUGH the cross that we stand here today as a people of the resurrection!  The powerful thing that happens in the Mass then is that the suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus are all happening in the ‘now’ moment since God is not bound by chronological time.  Our ‘invisible’ God becomes visible through signs such as the cross, the Eucharist, and our very own lives!  But it takes FAITH to notice and see such evidence that our God is in our midst.
The story of Jesus’ transfiguration highlights this central theme of our Catholic doctrine about how the cross and resurrection go hand-in-hand.  His transfiguration into glory comes immediately after Jesus had tried to explain to his disciples that to follow him meant taking up your cross and dying to self.  Following the Transfiguration, Jesus will again start talking about his upcoming suffering and death.  That will be followed by other signs of glory through several miracles of healing people.  Throughout the Gospel of Mark, every time the disciples start to talk about Jesus’ power and glory, he reminds them of his upcoming suffering and death.  Back and forth the gospel stories go - dying to rising, suffering to glory.  In this second half of Mark’s gospel Jesus starts to make his journey to Jerusalem, and before the disciples will see him being rejected and crucified, God reveals to  them in the transfiguration a ‘foreshadowing’ of Jesus’ resurrection glory.
In our own life there are continually moments of dying and moments of joy and glory going on all around us.  While one member of our family just lost their job, another just got the joyful news of a pregnancy.  While one parishioner just lost a loved one, another just got married.  While some of us may be losing our financial investments, the young people are getting their first paycheck.  Suffering, death, and resurrection are all taking place at all times, in a cyclical way of life.
We may wish all we want for a life that only had such ‘mountain top’ experiences  of joy and glory, but we know deep down that the way to get there is through a difficult climb upward.  On a spiritual basis, Jesus is showing us that in order to join him in glory and transfiguration we will have to share in his suffering and death.  While probably none of us will experience the kind of suffering and martyrdom that those first disciples went through, we must live through our own 21st Century kind of dying to self in order to share in Jesus’ glory.  The sacrifices we must make in our own era of Christianity include faithfulness to our commitments, making extra time to practice the Catholic faith in our homes with our children, taking a public stance against abortion or the death penalty, and making time for outreach to the poor.
Like the first disciples, we may not want to really listen to Jesus talk about the suffering and dying part of being his followers.  We would like to skip over the gospel chapters that keep reminding us of how we must die to self.  Accepting the ‘dying’ part of discipleship becomes even more difficult in today’s culture where we are taught to find every possible short cut to get what we want.  The ‘long haul’ of being a disciple goes against our normal thinking of the easy way out.
This crucifix helps remind us of the reality of what it means to follow God’s Will.  And Jesus’ transfiguration reminds that our faithfulness will allow us to also share in Jesus resurrected glory!  As the bread and wine are brought forward, let us remember that they represent all the sacrifices we have made during the past week in following Jesus.  As we bring to God our best efforts, our little ‘dyings’ to self, may we also experience in this Eucharist being transfigured into Christ’s glory!
